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Dear D r . :  

I am c h a i r i n g  a s u b  D m m i  t t e  

SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA 94143 

f t h e  R e t r o v i r u s  S tudy  Group o f  t h e  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  
Committee on Taxonomy of V i r u s e s  t h a t  is a t t e m p t i n g  t o  f i n d  a n  a p p r o p r i a t e  name 
f o r  t he  r e t r o v i r u s  b e l i e v e d  t o  be t h e  c a u s e  o f  A I D S .  

One o f  t h e  i s s u e s  t h a t  has d i v i d e d  o u r  g r o u p  c o n c e r n s  t h e  degree t o  wh ich  a name 
t h a t  i n c l u d e s  "AIDSt1  - or even lllymphadenopathyrl - w i  11 c o m p l i c a t e  communication 
w i t h  p a t i e n t s  and t h e  p u b l i c  a t  large a b o u t  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of i n f e c t i o n  w i t h  
t h i s  a g e n t .  On t h e  one hand,  r e t r o v i r u s e s  have most o f t e n  been named for  t h e  
p a t h o l o g i c a l  c o n d i t i o n s  w i t h  which t h e y  are p rominen t ly  associated: "human T- 
ce l l  leukemia v i r u s "  is a familiar example.  On t h e  o t h e r  hand,  t h e  term I I A I D S t l  
is a p a r t i c u l a r l y  f r i g h t e n i n g  one i n  c u r r e n t  s o c j e t y .  

S ince  we have n o t  a r r i v e d  a t  a consensus  on a name t h a t  a v o l d s  disease names, I 
am wri t ing t o  s o l i c i t  t h e  o p i n i o n s  o f  s e v e r a l  informed c l j n i c i a n s  who care f o r  
AIDS p a t i e n t s  o r  are l i k e l y  t o  care f o r  i n d i v i d u a l s  w i t h  e v i d e n c e  of i n f e c t t o n  
w i t h  t h e  A I D S  r e t r o v i r u s .  Is t h e  term "AIDS"  t o  be avoided a t  a l l  costs? Is i t  
s i g n i f i c a n t l y  d i f f e r e n t  t o  t e l l  a p a t i e n t  ccYou have been i n f e c t e d  w i t h  t h e  human 
A I D S  v i r u s ,  b u t  t h e  v a s t  m a j o r i t y  of i n f e c t e d  p e o p l e  have n o t  developed the  
disease" as  opposed t o  llYou have been i n f e c t e d  w i t h  t h e  XYZ v i r u s ,  which i s  
t h o u g h t  t o  be  t h e  c a u s e  of A I D S  even though most i n f e c t e d  p e o p l e  have n o t  
developed t h e  d i s e a s e ? "  I n  other words,  w i t h  t h e  p u b l i c l t y  g i v e n  t o  A I D S ,  are 
euphemisms e f f e c t i v e  or  w i l l  t h e  "XYZ v i r u s "  s h o r t l y  be synonymous w i t h  "AIDS 
v i r u s " ?  A l t e r n a t i v e l y ,  would a name be more a c c e p t a b l e  i f  j t  i n c l u d e d  t h e  term 
A I D S  b u t  was used as a n  eponym ( s u c h  as  HARV,  HALV o r  H A V ) ?  

Obviously there are other i s s u e s  - b o t h  s c i e n t i f i c  and po l i t i ca l  - t h a t  affect  
t h e  outcome of o u r  d e l i b e r a t i o n s  b u t  t h e  c l . i n i ca1  problem is a t h o r n y  one for  
u s ;  I would be g r a t e f u l  i f  you cou ld  p r o v i d e  u s  w i t h  your  views w i t h j n  t h e  n e x t  
week or  s o ,  t o  h e l p  b r i n g  o u r  work t o  a speedy c o n c l u s j o n .  

S i n c e r e l y ,  

Harold E. Varmus, M.D. 
American Cancer S o c i e t y  
Professor of Molecular  Virology 
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